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Branch banking has been seeing a serious decline over 
the past decade. In the United States, 14% of bank 
branches closed between 2008-2020.1 The pandemic 
induced move to Digital finance was seen as a catalyst 
that would hasten this trend. Yet, while banking 
disruptors advocate those branches will soon be out 
of fashion, traditional bankers continue to vouch for 
them. 
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This paper evaluates consumer drivers for using the 
branch network and banks’ business objectives in 
keeping the branch alive. It explores the technology 
considerations banks need to keep in mind and the 
approach they can follow to reimagine their branch.

Digital adoption increased by leaps and bounds during the pandemic and set the benchmark for a new normal. 
Customers shifted many banking transactions to digital channels and embraced mobile apps as the go-to 
channel for basic banking. Given the increasing popularity of cellular banking, banks have progressively 
increased the capabilities of mobile app offerings to match both online and branch services. 

At the same time, institutions recognize that the branch still holds value for customers, including the Gen Z 
cohort, who are looking to engage the branch for more complex banking services. 

In the context of interactions with their bank, today’s customer expects a seamless experience across channels. 
For example, an individual may want to start a loan application online and complete it in-branch with the help of 
a banker, or vice versa. This would require integration between the branch and other channels, with “digital” 
being the unifying factor. 

To address these customer preferences, many banks are deploying a hybrid approach - increasing the          
specialization of branch operations while enhancing the capabilities of their mobile apps.

The Past

Technology made experience good

Services available 9×5

Bank is in control where interaction happens

Customer repeats information on every channel

Call center volume is high

Customer finds content

Agent works in ten system

Figure 1: Move to Digital first approach in Banking

Technology made experience better

Services available 24×7

Customer is in control where interaction happens

Bank knows information from every channel

Mobile messaging volume is high

Content finds customer

Agent works through one system
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Across the financial services sector, the prevailing notion seems to be that younger generational cohorts align 
with digital channels, while Baby Boomer and GenX customers are more likely to prefer branch banking. But that 
may not be quite the case. In the US, a recent KeyBank survey indicated that younger Americans, specifically 
Millennial and Gen-Z customers, prefer a mix of digital and in-person banking compared to older Americans. 
Older Americans, it transpires, would rather exclusively use digital banking tools.3 

While there is no doubt that digital options are essential for today’s consumers, these findings illustrate an 
important point - the need for an in-person experience cannot be done away with completely. The choice of    
the channel remains a customer decision, and the banks should be able to support that choice. 

Banks are also reinventing branch experiences. While branch networks decline, existing branches are being 
redesigned to cater to more complex banking transactions, such as applying for loans or managing investments. 

Examples include money coaching at Capital One Cafés4, financial wellness checkups with KeyBank, setting 
appointments with financial advisors from SoFi and many banks offering consumers help with their personal 
finances.5 

Most providers also recognize the need to meet their customers where they are and establish relationships   
within the communities. Customers in the proximity of the branch have the facility to access the services         
digitally if needed, and customers who are farther away may be primarily accessing digital services but are 
assured of in-person banking if the need arises. According to Gartner, “in addition to creating in-person       
growth & sales opportunities, physical locations increase digital sales within their radius”.6

Figure 2: Digital drives branches2 | Source: Aite Group

Figure 3: Physical locations key to customer acquisition | Source: Gartner, adapted from PNC
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Before the pandemic hit, banks were already making rapid strides toward digitalization. COVID-19, however, 
accelerated the pace of change to unprecedented levels, forcing banks to immediately adopt a slew of digitally 
driven CX features, including:

eSignatures: 
In 2019, the global digital signature market was valued at $1.1 billion. In 2021, that number 
jumped to $4 billion, and is expected to grow to over $16 billion by 20267 .  Besides the 
obvious cost benefits of reduced stationery and postage, digital signatures have also 
helped improve security while streamlining back-office processes and reducing customer 
processing times.  
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Branch visit scheduling: 
The need to prevent crowd formation during the pandemic moved many banks to 
implement an appointment-only model for branch visits. The benefits of scheduling apps, 
however, go further than COVID prevention. Knowing when a customer will walk in and 
what their specific needs are, has enabled many banks to increase the personalization 
offered to each customer, improving CX and customer loyalty.

eKYC: 
Critical to customer acquisition and onboarding during the pandemic, eKYC processes 
enable a bank to remotely verify a customer’s identity and creditworthiness. Notably, 
eKYC processes have enabled the rise of entirely digital (branchless) banking entities, 
and customer uptake has been high. By 2026, over 50% of the global population is 
projected to have a digital bank account, with eKYC technology forming the cornerstone 
of adoption.8  

Self-service kiosks: 
Contactless was the watchword for customer service during the pandemic - a trend 
which looks like it’s here to stay. Self-service kiosks have added a layer of automation to 
bank branches in the wake of COVID-19, cutting down on employee workloads and 
lowering the average cost-to-serve per customer. 

Chatbots: 
As the pandemic propelled customers toward digital banking, the need for remote 
banking support soared beyond staff capacities in the short term. Enter chatbots. To fill 
the customer support gap, many banks turned to AI solutions. The result is that chatbots 
in banking have gone from simple customer screening tools to advanced conversational 
AIs that are able to act as financial advisors, back-end assistants, and sales enablers, in 
addition to traditional support functions. Advanced chatbots have also dramatically 
reduced the number of human support representatives required to service the customer 
base and generally improved remote support capabilities. 
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Survey findings from Deloitte indicate that consumers’ preferences for digital banking are very context 
dependent. Consumers may use digital channels for many routine transactions but prefer in-person interactions 
for services that are complex and involved. Post pandemic, in addition to increased convenience, flexibility and 
instant service, consumers also look for more tailored services. The human touch remains important as well, 
irrespective of the banking channel they use—the branch, phone, or mobile app.9

For the human touch, specifically for more complex tasks, the branches are likely to remain pivotal to banks’ 
overall revenue growth and strengthening customer relationships. Product applications like applying for a loan, 
opening a new checking or wealth management account also seem to be preferred by consumers via the branch, 
whereas transactional tasks are preferred over the digital channels.

 As the banks plan to capitalize on the digital banking momentum by blending digital and human experiences, 
branches will need to reinvent themselves for the new customer expectations.

Banks are preparing to deliver an omnichannel experience that is consistent across channels. Consumers today 
expect flexibility in systems to start an activity in the channel of their choice and seamlessly hop across other 
channels to complete their activity. The transition between channels is not seamless today, and the friction 
caused by siloed systems and broken data sets costs customer experience. It’s important that banks’ technology 
systems are well integrated to allow for a unified environment paving the way for an omnichannel experience.

Figure 5: Consumer preference for channels across various banking activities

Source: Deloitte consumer survey, 2021 

Source: The financial brand, march 2022 digital banking report     |     Figure 6: Key areas of branch modernization
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At the intersection of IT and banking, solution providers are helping drive the open banking wave - we’ve seen a 
consistent trend toward open architecture, API-driven integrations, and composable systems. For many banks, 
their current capabilities are focused on driving digitization and digital adoption. Where, then, does this leave   
the bank branches? 

For the bank branch of the future, three major factors are driving change:  

1. Seamless integration between digital and physical channels
2. Contactless branch models that are heavily optimized for advisory and customer support
3. High-order automation and CX personalization in real-time

Over the next few years, we’re likely to see banks experiment with and integrate a number of technologies, 
starting with high traffic branches. 

Multi-Function ATMs
The branch’s transition from the primary PoS for all banking services to customer support and financial advisory 
role is being supplemented by self-service banking tools. Multi-function ATMs, in particular, are being seen as 
the current future of self-service banking. Instead of simply being withdrawal and deposit tools, the ATM of the 
future will allow customers to execute a variety of banking functions at the branch within a familiar UI, leveraging 
AI-powered assistance.  

Video Banking & Digital Tellers
The next evolution of assisted banking will see video tools become more and more ubiquitous. In fact, video 
banking will be essential to the 24×7 help desk of the future, as more customers become accustomed to digital 
channels while still seeking the human touch in their interactions with financial service providers. Branches 
themselves will see an increasing number of digital tellers, where a central hub of service personnel can assist 
customers at multiple branches via the video medium. In terms of tech deployment, a single integrated 
application with AI/ML-enabled chatbots, digital documentation and onboarding capabilities, and personalized 
service tools will likely become the norm. 

Smart Tablets
Personalization in banking will reach new heights as integrated banking channels deliver real-time customer data 
to a smart tablet. This will enable human greeters and tellers to access information on a customer the minute 
they walk into a branch, slashing the time required to service each customer and creating new opportunities for 
cross-selling and up-selling. 

Coreless Infrastructure
Compared to emerging fintech players, the systems of traditional banks are much less agile. Part of the reason  
is that many banks are burdened with legacy back and front-end infrastructure that is often siloed by business 
units. Truly customer centric branch banking, however, requires much more. Specifically, banks will look at 
introducing

1. Microservices-based plug-and-play service modules that make it easier to quickly roll out personalized
    product offerings
2. Open banking API interfaces that streamline and secure data sharing within the fintech and consumer

ecosystems
3. Cross-domain orchestration for low-friction workflows within branches
4. Architecture that is entirely cloud-based for lower TCOs and real-time data access across branch locations
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For banks struggling with the transition to modern branch banking, successful examples abound. 

In designing their NextGen branch, Fifth Third Bank has done away with teller windows altogether. Instead, bank 
customers can cash a check or withdraw funds at multi-function ATMs, with or without the help of a bank 
associate. The atmosphere is more laid-back, with large information displays and several private and 
semi-private meeting rooms to discuss sensitive financial matters. To support these branches, Fifth Third has 
transitioned from using multiple apps for different banking roles to a unified platform that supports a multitude of 
user roles, from investment banker to loan officer to a relationship manager.11  

In a bid to recontextualize the banker-customer relationship, Capital One has taken the concept of relaxed 
branch banking a step further. Capital One Cafes offers free Wi-Fi, coffee, snacks, ATMs, and even iPads with 
preloaded financial education programs. Customers can walk in and use the space to grab a bite, catch up on 
work, have discussions with bank staff, and conclude nearly all their banking business in a comfy, casual 
atmosphere.12 

And other banks aren’t far behind. In late 2021, Citibank unveiled its flagship Client Centre in NYC. The 7000 sq. 
foot space features sliding screens, multi-function ATMs, and service bars for complex banking needs. At the 
same time, the bank introduced the role of Concierge Banker, an employee who greets customers and guides 
them through various services and products, delivering a fully personalized one-on-one interaction to every 
walk-in.

In the process of shifting its core to the cloud to enable a more agile product rollout, JPMC has also dipped a toe 
into the metaverse.13 The bank opened their Onyx Lounge in Decentral and to illustrate the opportunities offered 
by VR-enabled ‘branch banking’.14 

As the transactional and administrative responsibilities of the bank teller decline, other roles will take 
prominence. The combination of the above technologies will herald the evolution of the universal banker, where 
customer-facing staff are trained to provide information and consult on multiple products and service lines. This 
means that instead of being shunted from desk to desk, as is typical of legacy branch operations, customers can 
expect a low-friction experience where all their needs are met at a single point of contact.   
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Source: Celent survey of NA financial institutions, March 2019     |     Figure 7: Tech capabilities in focus10
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The challenges branch banking faces today lie in finding the right balance between digital efficiency and human 
empathy. As far as banking channels go, customer needs are contextually driven. While a large percentage of all 
generational cohorts will be likely to use digital channels for simple transactions like bill payments, fund 
transfers, and deposits, they often prefer a branch for more complex banking requirements. Despite widespread 
closures, the bank branch remains an important channel for relationship building and is critical when delivering 
highly personalized experiences and product offerings. 

But keeping branches relevant means effectively leveraging customer insights from physical touchpoints to 
create new conversion opportunities. In order to maximize the CX and revenue potential of each branch, banks 
will need to align their core digitalization processes with branch modernization. This will give branch banking 
the agility and personal touch needed to remain customer-centric while still being a strong revenue generator 
for modern finance. 
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SLK is a global technology services provider focused on bringing AI, intelligent automation, and analytics together to create 
leading-edge technology solutions for our customers through a culture of partnership, led by an evolutionary mindset. For 
over 20 years, we've helped organizations across diverse industries - insurance providers, financial service organizations, 
investment management companies, and manufacturers - reimagine their business and solve their present and future needs. 
Being A Great Place To Work Certified, we encourage an approach of constructively challenging the status quo in all that we 
do to enable peak business performance for our customers and for ourselves, through disruptive technologies, applied 
innovation, and purposeful automation. Find out how we help leading organizations reimagine their business at 
https://www.slksoftware.com/
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